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t SCHOOL  FACILITIES 


Boston's  public  schools  have  approximately  11,700  seats  in  excess  of  current 
enrollment  despite  the  closing  of  27  schools  last  year.  School  Committee  efforts  to 
reduce  seating  capacity  over  the  last  four  years  have  barely  kept  pace  with  the  en- 
rollment decline.  The  closing  of  32  schools  and  program  changes  between  1977  and 
1981  have  reduced  the  system's  seating  capacity  by  13,936  or  16.6%.  During  the  same 
period  actual  pupil  enrollment  declined  by  11,872  students  or  16.9%  The  portion  of 
available  seats  actually  being  utilized  shows  little  change,  decreasing  from  84%  to 
83%.  Because  of  certain  program  changes  and  the  fact  some  rooms  have  simply  been 
closed  off  in  open  schools,  the  official  reduction  in  capacity  has  in  some  ways  been 
more  apparent  than  real. 

The  seating  capacity  of  the  Boston  Public  Schools  decreased  from  83,962  in 
1977  to  70,026  this  year.  Actual  enrollment  during  the  same  time  dropped  from  70,167 
to  58,295.  The  greatest  excess  capacity  now  is  in  the  elementary  schools,  where  less 
than  80%  of  the  available  seats  are  being  utilized.  Of  the  79  elementary  schools, 

13  use  less  than  65%  of  their  available  seats.  This  problem  is  moving  into  the  middle 
schools,  which  have  experienced  a drop  in  their  utilization  ratio  from  89%  in  1977  to 
83%  in  1981.  Similar  reductions  in  utilization  can  be  found  in  the  high  schools. 


With  a continued  decline  in  enrollment  expected,  the  problem  of  excess  capacity 
will  get  steadily  worse  unless  corrective  action  is  taken.  The  Superintendent  and 
School  Committee  should  plan  on  closing  between  5 and  10  elementary  schools  this  July. 
The  Superintendent  should  begin  to  develop  a comprehensive  educational  and  facilities 
plan  for  the  middle  and  high  schools  to  prepare  for  additional  school  closings  on 
these  levels  by  July,  1983.  The  four  school  buildings  used  as  district  offices  and 
a fifth  housing  the  Another  Course  to  College  program  should  be  closed.  Those  offices 
and  programs  should  be  located  in  schools  now  in  use  which  have  excess  space.  Closing 
unneeded  schools  will  allow  scarce  capital  funds  to  be  allocated  to  upgrading  those 
facilities  which  will  remain  open.  Planning  for  school  closings  should  be  integrated 
with  related  issues  such  as  revision  of  the  student  assignment  process,  consolida- 
tion of  the  nine  school  districts  and  establishing  district  magnet . schools . 

This  is  the  third  of  a series  of  reports  on  the  Boston  Public  Schools  based  on 
a study  done  for  the  Bureau  by  the  Boston  Urban  Observatory  of  the  University  of 
Massachusetts.  The  first  report  dealt  with  school  finances,  the  second  with  pupil 
enrollment.  The  next  will  focus  on  staffing. 

School  Closing  - 71  facilities  in  10  years 


As  the  Boston  Public  School  system  began  the  1970 's,  its  facilities  consisted 


of  197  buildings,  far  below  the  233  schools  in  operation  in  1950.  Starting  in  1969 
and  continuing  over  the  next  decade,  Boston  undertook  a boldly  conceived  school 
building  program,  stimulated  by  liberal  state  construction  assistance  particularly 
for  facilities  designed  to  reduce  segregation.  Since  1971  this  program  has  pro- 
duced 15  new  elementary  schools,  7 new  high  schools,  a new  middle  school  and  the 
Occupational  Resource  Center.  In  addition,  two  buildings  were  acquired  and  one 
facility  leased.  All  together  24,127  new  seats  were  created  by  1981.  This  con- 
struction program  made  possible  considerable  consolidation  of  older,  educationally 
inadequate  buildings.  Since  1971  the  School  Department  has  permanently  closed  90 
buildings  and  terminated  the  leases  on  another  eight  facilities  resulting  in  a loss 


of  about  55,200 

seats . 

Thus,  there 

was  a net  loss  of  71  school 

facilities 

and  31,073 

seats . 

Facilities 

in  Use  1971- 

72/1981-82 

Permanent 

Conversion  to  Constuct.  or 

Net 

Category 

1971-72 

Closings 

Other  Use 

Acquisition 

1981-82. 

Change 

Elementary 

154 

(79) 

(13) 

17 

79 

(75) 

Middle 

17 

( 3) 

9 

1 

24 

7 

High  & ORC 

18 

( 8) 

— 

8 

18 

— 

Other  Special 

8 

( 8) 

4 

1 

5 

( 3) 

Total 

197 

(98) 

— 

27 

126 

(71) 

In  the  same  10-year  period  the  School  Department  converted  nine  elementary 
schools  into  middle  school  facilities.  Four  elementary  schools  were  adapted  for 
alternative  programs — three  for  special  education  and  one  for  the  Another  Course  to 
College  program,  an  alternative  high  school. 

The  number  of  school  facilities  in  use  decreased  from  158  in  1977  to  126  in 
1981,  a drop  of  32  schools.  It  was  not  until  May,  1981,  that  the  School  Committee 
approved  the  closing  of  27  of  these  schools.  In  the  last  four  years  36  schools  have 
been  permanently  closed.  That  reduction  has  been  offset  somewhat  by  the  opening  of 
four  new  schools-Mattahunt  elementary,  Charlestown  and  Jamaica  Plain  high  schools 
and  the  Occupational  Resource  Center.  It  was  during  this  time  that  the  Tileston  and 
McKinley  schools  were  converted  to  use  for  special  needs  programs.  These  changes 
have  resulted  in  the  net  elimination  of  7,220  seats. 

Loss  of  Seats  through  Programmatic  Change 

Program  changes  and  the  shutting  down  of  individual  classrooms  in  facilities 
which  have  remained  open  account  for  the  other  6,716  seats  lost  over  the  last  four 
years.  Shifts  into  specials  needs  and  bilingual  programs  with  their  lower  student 
ratios  have  effectively  reduced  capacity  even  though  such  classes  may  occupy  rooms 
formerly  used  by  larger  regular  education  classes.  An  elementary  special  needs 
class  may  consist  of  12  students  in  a room  that  could  accomodate  26  seats,  yet  the 
room’s  capacity  will  be  considered  fully  utilized.  The  increase  in  classrooms  al- 
located for  these  programs  in  the  elementary  schools  since  1977  demonstrates  how 
capacity  has  been  reduced  by  program  change.  Between  1977  and  1981  the  number  of 
special  education  classrooms  increased  from  14%  to  19%  of  the  total  available  elemen- 
tary classrooms.  Bilingual  education’s  share  of  all  elementary  classrooms  increased 
from  5%  to  9%.  Kindergarten  and  regular  education  classrooms,  on  the  other  hand, 
decreased  from  58%  in  1977  to  46%  of  total  elementary  rooms  in  1981. 

Falling  enrollments  have  also  forced  schools  which  have  stayed  open  to  close 
off  rooms.  The  School  Department  has  used  this  development  to  reduce  further  its 
seating  capacity  tabulations.  In  the  79  elementary  schools  now  open, there  are  91 


unused  rooms  which  represent  4.5%  of  the  total.  The  number  of  unused  rooms  in  a 
school  can  range  fr&m  25%  as  in  the  Winthrop  elementary  school  (5  out  of  20  rooms) 
to  just  one  or  two.  That  total  of  91  rooms  falls  just  eight  rooms  short  of  the 
number  of  elementary  classrooms  used  in  all  of  District  VIII,  East  Boston.  Counting 
in  these  empty  classrooms  and  discounting  programmatic  reductions  would  reduce  the 
whole  school  system’s  classroom  utilization  to  around  76%  in  1981. 


Year 

Total 

Elementary 

Classrooms 

Allocation  by  Program 

Other* 

Unused 

Kind.  & 
Regular  Ed. 

Bilingual 

Special 

Education 

Reading  & 
Title  I 

1977-78 

2342 

1347 

114 

326 

216 

315 

24 

1981-82 

2016 

927 

175 

381 

168 

274 

91 

Percentage  Analysis 

1977-78 

100.0 

57.5 

4.9 

13.9 

9.2 

13.5 

1.0 

1981-82 

100.0 

46.0 

8.7 

18.9 

8.3 

13.6 

4.5 

*0ther 

■ includes  library  and 

ancillary 

rooms  for  programs  such 

as  music. 

art,  el 

Seating  Capacity 

Reductions  by 

Grade 

Elementary 

school  capacity 

reductions 

account  for 

12,017  or 

86%  of  the 

13,936 

seats  lost  between  1977  and  1981.  Nevertheless,  the  utilization  of  elementary  schools 
remains  under  80%,  with  6,827  surplus  seats.  School  closings  accounted  for  nearly 
61%  of  all  elementary  seats  lost.  Shutting  down  classrooms  and  program  changes 
accounted  for  the  balance  of  the  lost  seats.  The  elementary  magnet  schools  showed 
the  highest  utilization  at  89%.  The  elementary  schools  in  District  II,  Jamaica  Plain, 
and  District  VIII,  East  Boston, both  have  the  lowest  utilization  at  72%.  Of  the  79 
elementary  schools,  21  use  less  than  70%  of  the  available  seats  and  13  use  less 
than  65%.  The  Higginson  elementary  school  in  Jamaica  Plain  has  the  lowest  utiliza- 
tion at  49%  followed  by  Eliot  (50%) , Perry  (51%)  and  Philbrick  (52%)  . 


Excess  Capacity  and  Utilization  By  Grade  Leifcl 

Total  (K-12)  Elementary  (K-5)  Middle  (6-8)  High  (9-12) 


1977-78 

1981-82 

Chanee 

1977-78 

1981-82 

Change 

1977-78 

1981-82 

Change 

1977-78 

1981-. 

82  Changi 

Seating  Capacity 

83,962 

70,026 

(13,936) 

44,3A7 

32,330 

(12,017) 

19,283 

16,840 

(2,443) 

20,332 

20,856 

524 

Actual  Enrollment* 

70,167 

58,295 

(11,872) 

33,553 

25,503 

(8,050) 

17,114 

14,034 

(3,080) 

19,500 

18,758 

(742) 

Excess  Seats 

13,795 

11,731 

( 2,06A) 

10,794 

6,827 

(3,96  7) 

2,169 

2,806 

637 

832 

2,098 

1,266 

Utilization 

83. 6t 

83. 2Z 

75. 7Z 

78. 9Z 

88. 8Z 

83. 3Z 

95. 9Z 

89. 9Z 

♦Actual  enrollment  Is  used  because  It  more  accurately  reflects  true  utilization  of  classrooms 


Actual  enrollment  dropped  faster  than  the  reduction  of  capacity  in  the  middle 
schools  after  1977.  Consequently  the  number  of  available  seats  being  used  decreased 
from  89%  in  1977  to  83%  in  1981.  In  the  last  four  years  grades  6-8  enrollment  dropped 
by  3,080  while  middle  schools  seating  capacity  decreased  by  2,443.  As  with  the 
elementary  schools,  middle  school  available  seats  decreased  due  to  school  closings 
(19%) , increases  in  unused  rooms  (27%) , and  bilingual  and  special  education  class- 
room expansion  (54%).  Middle  school  utilization  is  highest  in  District  I,  Brighton, 
at  91%,  and  lowest  in  District  VI,  South  Boston,  and  District  VII  Charlestown/Roxbury, 
both  at  75%.  The  three  middle  schools  with  the  lowest  utilization  are  the  Thompson 
(68%) , Dearborn  (65%)  and  King  (69%) . 

High  school  seating  capacity  actually  increased  by  524  seats  as  enrollment  de- 
creased by  742  from  1977  to  1981.  This  increase  of  1,266  excess  seats  reduced  the 
utilization  of  available  high  school  seats  from  96%  to  90%.  The  new  Jamaica  Plain 


and  Charlestovm  high  schools  offset  school  closings,  closed  rooms  and  programmatic 
changes  to  allow  the  number  of  seats  to  increase  by  the  524  total..  The  utilization 
of  Boston's  high  school  seats  ranges  from  a high  of  104%  at  Boston  Latin  to  a low 
of  76%  at  the  Jeremiah  Burke.  Among  the  magnet  high  schools  the  lowest  utilization 
exists  at  Boston  High  (82%)  and  Technical  High  (81%) . 

More  School  Closings  and  Facilities  Planning  Needed 

Over  the  next  five  years  the  problem  of  excess  capacity  in  Boston's  public  schools 
will  worsen  as  pupiX- enrollments  decline  by  an  estimated  8,000  to  10,000.  Most  of 
this  loss  will  occun  in  the  middle  schools  and  high  schools.  Despite  slight  increases 
in  Boston's  birth  rate  in  the  last  few  years,  elementary  school  capacity  will  not 
likely  increase  during  the  1980 's.  Planning  for  school  closings  should  be  integrated 
with  related  changes  made  necessary  because  of  declining  enrollment.  The  Bureau  is 
sensitive  to  the  need  for  stability.  Systematic'closings  and  educational  and  facilities 
planning  should  prevent  a repeat  of  the  upheaval  of  last  year.  In  summary  we  recommend: 


1.  The  Superintendent  and  School  Committee  should  plan  on  closing  between  5 and  10 
elementary  schools  this  July.  Elementary  school  utilization  is  below  80%,  with  6,827 
surplus  seats.  Closing  unneeded  schools  will  allow  scarce  funds  ($4.9  million  in 
FY'82)  to  be  allocated  to  upgrading  the  facilities  which  will  remain  open. 

2.  The  Parker,  Barron, Mary  Lyon  and  Leen  school  buildings  used  for  district 
offices  and  the  Fanueil  school  building,  which  houses  the  Another  Course  to  College 
program,  should  be  closed.  Those  offices  and  programs  should  be  located  in  schools 
now  in  use  which  have  excess  space. 

3.  The  Superintendent  should  begin  to  develop  a comprehensive  educational  and 
facilities  plan  for  the  middle  and  high  schools  to  prepare  for  additional  school 
closings  on  these  levels  by  July,  1983.  The  educational  program  will  in  part  deter- 
mine facility  needs.  Without  a facilities  plan  the  middle  school  utilization  ratio 
could  drop  to  70%  by  1985  and  high  school  utilization  could  fall  toward  81%  by  1987. 

4.  A restructuring  of  the  school  system  should  be  considered  to  allow  for  greater 
flexibility  in  planning  and  more  efficient  utilization  of  resources.  'Since  1975 
pupil  enrollment  has  declined  by  18,000  students.  The  present  nine  school  districts 
should  be  consolidated  into  four  or  five  districts.  The  students  assignment  process 
should  also  be  revised.  The  School  Department  might  assign  students  individually, 
develop  its  own  building  blocks  or  revise  the  850  geocodes,  small  sections  of  the  City 
on  which  student  assignments  are  made.  District  magnet  schools  should  be  considered. 
Elementary  magnet  schools  might  attract  students  back  into  the  system. 


Harry  M.  burning,  Executive  Director 
Samuel  R.  Tyler,  Associate  Executive  Director 


BOSTON  MUNICIPAL  RESEARCH  BUREAU 
294  WASHINGTON  STREET.  BOSTON,  MA  02108 


BOSTON 

— 02i-I7- 


BULK  RATE 
U.S.  POSTAGE 
PAID 

BOSTON,  MA 
PERMIT  NO.  9654 


